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    Community Stories: Aftershocks and verbatim theatre 
           Paul Makeham 
 
 At 10:27 a.m. on 28 December, 1989, an earthquake measuring 5.5 on the Richter 
scale struck the New South Wales city of Newcastle.  Thirteen people were killed in the 
quake, and large sections of the city were extensively damaged.  One of the worst 
affected sites was the Newcastle Workers' Club, a large building in which nine people 
died and which was all but completely destroyed.  About one year later, a group of 
community cultural development workers from Newcastle Trades Hall Council decided 
to produce a documentary play about the collapse of the Workers' Club.  Aftershocks, the 
play which resulted, is Verbatim Theatre.  That is, it consists entirely of stories gathered 
in interviews from real people who were directly affected by the destruction of the Club: 
members, staff, patrons and friends.  Although mediated by a complex process of 
recording, transcription, editing and performance, the authenticity of these accounts 
remains relatively uncompromised. 
 The play's shared storytelling form, and the simple presentational mode of 
performance it compels, reflects a commitment to collaborative cultural production and to 
the expression of voices normally marginalised by dominant processes of historiography.  
Moreover, the telling of real stories directly to the audience serves always to remind that 
the play is not merely an artefact, produced by a group of professional specialists to be 
passively consumed as "Art".  Rather, performance of the text directly engages and 
includes its audience as participants in an exchange, thereby enhancing the play's 
potential for social effect.  It must be recognised, though, that the degree of such potential 
is directly conditioned by the physical and cultural context of performance, since, as Baz 
Kershaw has argued, "the context of [any] performance directly affects its perceived 
ideological meaning".1  This point will be elaborated later in this discussion, with 
particular reference to critical responses to a production of the play staged outside its 
immediate community context. 
 This discussion is especially concerned with the ways in which the construction of 
urban space in Aftershocks reflects and reinforces the play's status as a piece of 
community theatre.  For while the text makes many references to Newcastle as a complex 
of autonomous built structures (albeit many of them in ruin), the city itself emerges as 
more than the sum of its physical parts.  Both as a location and as an idea, it becomes 
closely aligned and in some senses inseparable from the individuals who live in it.  
Despite the manifestly physical - the geological - character of its crisis, the city here is 
understood in its most important aspects to be a socio-political structure constituted of 
                                                 
1   Baz Kershaw (1992) The Politics of Performance: Radical Theatre as Cultural Intervention London: 
Routledge, p.33. 
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people in community.  Notions of Newcastle as a physical location are thus subordinated 
to notions of the city as a discursive construction, a set of sites brought into being and 
textualised by a community of voices speaking collaboratively.  It is this complex social 
formation to which the play is responsive. 
 In any performance of Aftershocks, the spoken word is foregrounded.  Language, to a 
far greater extent than visual images or other signifying media, does the work of the 
drama.  Through the interweaving of a variety of spoken perspectives, the city is 
communicated to audiences members who, serving in a sense as interlocutors, also 
become participants in the performance; they are "detectives for whom fragments of story 
become variously signposts, echoes, hard evidence or confirmation of theories".2  The 
actors' dialogue keeps intact the original storytellers' authentic and characteristic speech 
patterns, including pauses, repetitions and non sequiturs - the hallmarks of conversational 
speech.  A certain "unwriterly" and spontaneous quality is thus generated, and the 
dialogue consistently signals to audiences the process by which the stories were 
originally told and recorded.  This becomes "a way, a Brechtian way, of actually 
revealing to the audience the way in which you got the material";3 as a result, it is the 
source material which "becomes the true protagonist in the drama".4  A distinctive feature 
of Aftershocks, then, is that the spoken text itself rather than the characters or actors who 
speak it becomes the principal focus in performance. 
 Given the particular nature of Aftershocks as a community theatre project using 
Verbatim Theatre techniques, critical analysis of the play demands some consideration of 
the process which generated the written text, because the text itself is deeply inscribed 
with and continually foregrounds this process.  Verbatim Theatre is a specialised form of 
theatrical production and performance belonging to the larger tradition of documentary 
theatre.5  As defined by Derek Paget, it is "a form of theatre firmly predicated on the 
taping and subsequent transcription of interviews with 'ordinary' people, done in the 
context of research into a particular region, subject area, issue, event, or combination of 
these things".  It has frequently been the case that plays produced by this method are "fed 
                                                 
2   Paul Brown (1994) "Aftershocks Film Treatment", an unpublished proposal for a film version of the 
script. 
3   Rony Robinson, cited in Derek Paget (1987) "'Verbatim Theatre': Oral History and Documentary Theatre 
Techniques", New Theatre Quarterly 3 (12), p.333.  Robinson also states: "There is, I would contend, a 
direct connection between the collecting of the material and the successful performing of it."  See Paget, 
p.327. 
4   op. cit., p.318. 
5  Documentary theatre techniques have been widely employed internationally throughout this century.  
Some of the examples best-known to English speaking audiences have been the Federal Theatre and Living 
Newspaper projects in the U.S. in the 1930s; and in Britain, Joan Littlewood and Ewan McColl's Theatre 
Workshop (both pre- and post-war), whose methods directly informed Peter Cheeseman's work at the 
Victoria Theatre, Stoke-on-Trent, in the 1970s and 1980s.    
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back into the communities (which have, in a real sense, created them), via performance in 
those communities".6 
 Aftershocks fits squarely into Paget's definition.  As an initiative of the Workers' 
Cultural Action Committee (WCAC) - a sub-committee of Newcastle Trades Hall 
Council, whose premises were (and are again) part of the Newcastle Workers' Club  - the 
project was always firmly grounded in the community whose physical and symbolic locus 
was the Workers' Club.  Writer in Residence Paul Brown and a team of eight researchers, 
working under the auspices of the WCAC, tape-recorded twenty-three separate interviews 
with staff and patrons of the Club in December 1990; these supplemented some existing 
interviews which had been taped by various parties in the days immediately following the 
earthquake.  The recordings were transcribed by the interviewers, producing an initial 
document of some two hundred and fifty pages.  There followed an extensive process of 
editing by Paul Brown, public readings of early drafts to interested audiences, and 
detailed consultation with the Workers' Club community until the final shape of the 
performance script was arrived at.  Stories had been closely edited and arranged to create 
an overall dramatic structure, but no dialogue was invented by the writer.  Open auditions 
were held by the (then) Artistic Director of the Hunter Valley Theatre Company Brent 
McGregor, himself a member of the WCAC, and a company of six local performers was 
formed.  The play premiered at the Civic Playhouse in Newcastle on 12 November, 1991.  
Paul Brown's introduction to the published text provides a more detailed account of the 
process which led to the final draft of the script.7 
 This type of work entails a fundamental obligation on the parts of the research team 
and the performance company to the people who give their stories.  It is imperative, both 
in ethical and practical terms, that storytellers are confident their personal experiences 
will not be exploited, distorted or disparaged in the process of being theatricalised.  The 
integrity and authenticity of the Aftershocks project was ensured by the formation of an 
extensive consultative network, both formal and informal, within the Workers' Club 
community.  This mechanism gave the research team, most of whom were personally 
acquainted with the individuals they interviewed, continuing access not only to the 
storytellers but also to a steering committee made up of trade unionists and club staff.  
Formed specifically for the project, the steering committee provided information, 
criticism and advice throughout the development phase of the project.  The public 
readings of early drafts allowed this consultative network to hear the text, and to gain a 
                                                 
6   Paget, p.317. 
7  See Paul Brown, "Introduction", in Paul Brown and the Workers' Cultural Action Committee (1993) 
Aftershocks Paddington: Currency Press, pp.vi-xx.  This account first appeared in 1991 as "Aftershocks: 
Verbatim Theatre about the 1989 Newcastle Earthquake: A Work in Progress" in Oral History Association 
of Australia Journal, 13, pp.49-55.  The article includes as an appendix a copy of the "Letter of agreement 
about a taped interview" which all interviewees and researchers signed. 
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sense of the ways in which their friends and colleagues - and in some cases they 
themselves - would eventually be represented onstage as theatrical characters (albeit 
"characters" in an unconventional sense). 
 Even from this brief account of its key developmental stages, it will be clear that 
Aftershocks was informed by a model markedly different from that which characterises 
most theatrical production.  The modes of production and presentation, for instance, 
insisted upon the authenticity of the dialogue.  More than this, the emphasis on 
collaboration and consultation, the factual nature of the play's subject matter, the direct 
audience address, as well as other aspects, all distinguish the project from the more 
familiar paradigm which sees plays written by individual playwrights, often on fictional 
subjects and almost exclusively with invented dialogue, presented for commercial 
consumption by audiences largely unconcerned with the process by which the work came 
before them.  In terms of its methodology, then, Aftershocks serves as a useful illustration 
of documentary theatre techniques.  Of more importance, however, is that the entire 
project was also energised by the same kinds of ideological concerns which have been 
central to the documentary theatre tradition.  Many participants were alert to the project's 
political dimension, and specifically to the key position occupied by documentary theatre 
in the "arsenal of oppositional theatrical techniques".8 
 In the days and months after it occurred, the "Newcastle Earthquake" was recorded 
and contained as public or official "History" - by the media, by local authorities, and by a 
Coronial Inquiry.  Yet it is likely that the myriad psychological, social and political 
consequences for those "ordinary" people most affected by the loss of the Workers' Club 
would have remained unrecorded and largely unheard.  It is this imbalance between 
"official" and "unofficial" histories which Aftershocks seeks to redress.  The decision to 
focus the play on the Workers' Club - a site inherently inscribed with the leftist 
collectivist ideologies of labour and unionism - reflects a commitment to a politics of 
cultural intervention.  The text's concentration on the Club provides a platform for a 
community of workers whose experiences had become the object of international media 
attention, but from external, imposed and often voyeuristic perspectives.  Few 
mechanisms existed for members of the Club community formally to represent their own 
experiences, amongst themselves and to others, in terms of their own language and 
subjectivities; accordingly, as the play makes clear, the community's experiences were 
largely misrepresented in the public media.9  This is characteristic of a public culture, and 
certainly of an "Art" culture, in which working class voices are rarely heard except when 
                                                 
8   Paget, p.335. 
9   As one of the play's characters, John Constable, remarks: "They had a radio goin' and one of them said, 
'Fifty dead at the Workers' Club'...and I thought, 'how do they know that', y'know?  It was the Sydney media 
that said that, it wasn't the local media...." (p.34.) 
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invented or exploited by middle class producers as the objects of pity or derision.  
Aftershocks might thus be understood as a history written "from below". 
 Documentary theatre projects of this type "move beyond the determinist fallacy of 
seeing people solely as the products of a given, and pre-existing, culture, and take into 
account their role as co-authors of that culture".10  Community artists in particular have 
been drawn to the documentary theatre mode, which is unsurprising given its capacity to 
facilitate community self-expression.  For central to community arts theory and practice 
is an understanding of "community" as an active and self-conscious process, a protean 
"event" rather than a fixed and stable grouping.  Owen Kelly, emphasising the consensual 
and dynamic nature of community, considers it necessary that: 
 
  ...the members of a community acknowledge their membership, and that 
  this acknowledgement plays a recognised part in shaping their actions.... 
  Community then is not an entity, nor even an abstraction, but a set of 
  shared social meanings which are constantly created and mutated through 
  the actions and interactions of its members, and through their interaction 
  with wider society. 
 
Kelly goes on to argue that communities thus conceived have a potential for social 
agency, and that the dynamic view of community becomes an oppositional tool against 
the pressures exerted by the "centralised and centralising state".11  David Watt suggests 
that dynamic notions of community "allow the creation of purposive communities of 
interest which, by the process of self-definition, resist being...subsumed and can retain an 
oppositional integrity".12  
 These theoretical observations on the nature of "community" provide the basis for a 
closer analysis of the play, and particularly of its discursive construction of space.  It has 
already been indicated that the play's rendering of space takes the form of a series of 
shared stories.  Many of these are short-lived within individual scenes; others, most 
notably John's and Lyn's, are revisited and elaborated as the show progresses, and 
constitute "throughlines" in the play's structure.  Yet while John's and Lyn's stories have 
an important organising function within the text, no single story or character takes 
narrative precedence over another.  The play's sixteen voices are individuated, but can 
also be understood collectively to stand for the Workers' Club community from which the 
stories were gathered.  Characters' feelings and experiences are spoken to the audience 
                                                 
10  Owen Kelly (1984) Community, Art and the State: Storming the Citadels London: Comedia, p.51.     
11  op. cit., pp.49-51. 
12  David Watt "Interrogating 'Community': Social Welfare Versus Cultural Democracy", in Vivienne Binns 
(1991) Community and the Arts: History/ Theory/ Practice Sydney: Pluto Press, p.64. 
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simply and directly, relatively unmediated by the theatrical conventions of naturalistic 
playing and fourth wall illusionism.  Members of the audience are thus reminded that the 
material is authentic, and that it was produced in much the same way as it is being 
performed: by storytellers talking to interested listeners. 
 The idea of the Club as a community, as a dynamic "event", is reflected in the 
collaborative nature of the play's representations of the city and the earthquake.  The 
modes of speaking and listening, upon which community proceeds, are emphasised in 
performance; non-verbal signifying codes more familiar in other theatrical forms, while 
still important in Aftershocks, are subordinated always to words.  The published text 
specifies that the setting in performance should be the simplest possible, and it is 
certainly possible - perhaps preferable - to perform the play with no set at all.  No need 
exists for elaborate "atmospherics" or technical effects, since the felt authenticity of the 
piece is in no way dependent upon an illusionistic representation of the Club or the city.  
Indeed, a complex staging would very likely detract from the raw immediacy and 
authenticity of the material, which is compelling enough to stand on its own simply 
through storytelling.  Minimalist staging enables rapid transformations in time and space, 
and engages the audience more fully in a willing imaginative collusion than would be the 
case with naturalistic scenic detail. 
 Together, but from a variety of perspectives, characters use language to create the 
city, evoking images of entire buildings in ruin, of people dead or injured lying in rubble, 
on streets, under cars.  Their speeches range from intricately detailed descriptions of 
single moments and tiny spaces ("I only had about a ten inch square to breathe in" 
(p.16)), to sweeping, sometimes surrealistic views across newly exposed city blocks ("I 
can see as far as Hamilton....And up to Bull St...There's just nothing." (p.11)).  In broad 
structural terms, the play traces a movement from interior, detailed views of the Club to 
more generalised, exterior perspectives on the surrounding city.  This constitues a 
narrative progression of sorts.  It is a form of journey from inside to outside, paralleled by 
the play's shift in focus from the physical damage and chaos of the early scenes, to more 
overtly politicised and historicised thematics in Act Two.  Stefo's speech, half way 
through the first act, provides the first exterior perspective on the Club and various other 
locations around the city; the series of speeches at the beginning of Act Two (pp.23-25) 
signals the enlargement of the play's thematic scope throughout the second act.   Such 
structural patterns in the text are evidence of Paul Brown's efforts in organising the raw 
material, but as he makes clear in his introduction, "the selection [also] reflects the central 
concerns and the mood of individual interviews".  Many of the storytellers felt that the 
events of the year following the earthquake amounted "to a protracted aftermath...more 
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full of crisis than the day the earthquake struck".13  The geological phenomena indicated 
by the play's title thus accrue a metaphorical significance as the play proceeds.  
 Importantly, the play's community centres specifically on the Club, as distinct from 
Newcastle generally.  Certainly there is a level at which the sixteen characters can be 
understood to speak on behalf of all Novocastrians, and many locals identify strongly 
with the events depicted.  But the play's people and events do not stand for Newcastle as 
a whole, and the text resists any simplistic reduction of the city to the Workers' Club 
community.  Aspects of the city and its administration are shown in an unfavourable 
light, and elements of conflict and controversy - relating to certain rescue personnel for 
example14 - are important features of the text's "negotiation" of the city and the 
construction of its particular community. 
 Thus the city becomes identifiable with the characters who describe it, and whose 
points of view are always resonant with personal experience.  Their descriptions of the 
(altered) cityscape proceed in direct relation to remembered and habituated patterns of 
living, of physically being, in the Club and in the city.  John Constable's first speech 
conveys this sense of lived space as he describes his work routine: "The place [Club] was 
amazing.  Just every nook and cranny.  I've been in the roof, on the roof, underneath 
stages, above stages, up where the chandeliers are in the big auditorium." (p.2)  In thus 
describing where he worked, John helps to establish who he is.  And in a sense, the 
character Stan is made knowable as much by his references to locations around 
Newcastle as by his and others' descriptions of himself: 
 
STAN:  I was...I'm a fisherman, mate.  And a surfer.  A surfer and a bloody 
   fisherman.  I love me old beach fishing and that sort of stuff.  I do a lot 
   of beach fishin' at Dixon Park, and Bar Beach...I go on holidays up 
   Stockton Beach for about three weeks every year...Me mate's got a hut 
   up there, a shack.  We have a lovely week's seven or eight days holiday 
   on Stocko Beach. (p.21) 
 
Similarly, Eddie's and Julie's speeches in the "Barriers" scene (pp.25-27) convey the deep 
sense of distress prompted by being physically separated from familiar parts of the city: 
 
JULIE:  I heard on the radio that you weren't allowed to enter the city...[I]t's 
   like being cut off from someone who's ill....It was like having a wide 
                                                 
13  Brown, "Introduction", p.xiii and p.vii. 
14  John Constable remarks that some members of the rescue services must have stolen money which had 
spilled onto the Club floor from broken tills and poker machines: "I thought it just goes to show there's some 
people got just enough time to fill their pockets while they go help someone." (pp.33-34) 
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   shot of something, and what you really want is a close up, you know.   
   And all I could really think of was little bits of buildings in my head 
   visually, like corners of windows, and I just wanted to be closer.... 
   There was this...yeah just a constant thing of no go areas, which to me 
   reminds me of childhood things a lot. (p.27) 
 
For this storyteller, the inability to interact physically with the city as usual alters her 
entire conception of it; it also engenders a deep anxiety.  In the larger context of the play, 
the barriers become signifiers of social conflict between "Authority" and the Club 
community. 
 While multiple perspectives are given on what was obviously a protracted and 
chaotic situation, the textual arrangement of voices is such that the individual stories bring 
a kind of order to the chaos, while simultaneously conveying its full extent.  This is 
achieved in large part by the intersection and overlapping of separate narrative lines at 
key points.  Paul Brown refers to such intersections as "nodes" in the drama: "Wherever 
multiple perspectives on the same incident are available, such an incident becomes a 
'node' within the play, a point in time to which the narrative may return before branching 
along a new path."15  Brown uses the phrase "a point in time" here, but in fact these nodes 
occur very often in relation to physical locations - that is, as points in space.  One of the 
best illustrations of such a "spatial node" occurs when Howard, describing his separation 
from Stan as the earthquake struck, says that "just by sheer luck, he went west, and I went 
east".  In the scene immediately following, Stan's account of the same moment 
corroborates Howard's version to the extent that he adopts the same spatial terms: "Yeah, 
Howard went east, and I went west." (p.8)  These separate voices, using the same spatial 
"currency", negotiate the collapse of a particular structure (the main auditorium).  Yet it is 
only when received by a third party - the audience - that the exchange is complete and 
becomes meaningful.  Indeed at one point in his first speech, Stan actually makes a direct 
appeal to the audience to confirm their role as participants in the storytelling:  
"[E]verything just come down.  You got this massive...you been to the main...you been up 
in the main auditorium?...Well that dance floor's still there." (p.9)16   
 One of the most engaging features of verbatim dialogue is its quality of idiosyncracy, 
a kind of natural spontaneity that Rony Robinson describes as "the strength, the boniness, 
the quirkiness, the oddity of the words".17  Such language manifests itself in many 
striking ways throughout Aftershocks, sometimes with poetic effect - Bob describes the 
                                                 
15  Brown, "Introduction", p.xiv. 
16  There are many other examples of such exchanges in which individual accounts function co-operatively 
to create detailed, collaborated images of the city.  See in particular "Poker Machine Room" (pp.13-16); 
"Barriers" (pp.25-27); and  "Homes" (pp.33-36).  
17  Robinson, cited in Paget, p.333. 
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Club's collapse as the "death of a building" (p.7) - and occasionally in a way which 
produces surrealistic imagery.  In fact a surreal quality pervades many of the stories, 
some of which convey the storytellers' subjective impressions of the Club and the city as 
being strangely and shockingly altered.  For Elaine Gibson, encountering a covered 
corpse lying in the street was like "stepping into your TV...to see something in Beirut or 
somewhere.  It was just unrealistic." (p.20)  Similarly, while Club Secretary Manager 
Wayne Dean's first speech is characterised by its tone of careful officialese, it also 
includes details which have a strange dreamlike quality: "And I recall that falling like 
confetti were the aluminium slats off the ceiling.  Ten metre long slats floating down like 
confetti, hundreds of them.  Then it struck me that those slats belonged on the ceiling of 
the auditorium, the level above.  They'd fallen through two floors." (p.28)  The play's 
long closing speech, spoken by John Constable, intertwines the personal with the 
political; the entire speech acquires a quality of poetic surreality, including references to a 
dream prompted by the earthquake: 
 
JOHN:  And I dreamt that I'd found the core of the earthquake.  It was in the 
   basement of the Workers' Club.  What it was, was just this deep hole.   
   I'd got all the bosses together and I said, "Listen, this is where the 
   earthquake comes....They've gone, "John, John, we want you to prove it".... 
   And that was it...I'd found the core of the quake...And I'd just left all the 
   bosses in the middle of the club and I'd escaped my own way. (p.45) 
 
Here the Club - but specifically the basement, an occluded space associated with John's 
identity as a rank-and-file worker - is simultaneously poeticised and politicised.  The 
"deep hole" symbolises both the cause of physical disorder and an escape from the 
political disharmony prompted by such disorder. 
 Thus the play's many voices function collaboratively to create the city.  The 
depiction of Newcastle, and specifically the Workers' Club, is enabled through what 
Owen Kelly calls "a set of shared social meanings".  In these terms, the city is 
conceivable as a type of textual formation, a system of topographical signs (streets, 
buildings, signal locations) which becomes culturally encoded in performance as it is 
evoked.  It is established by a polyphony of voices whose common symbolic relation to 
the city helps to constitute them as a community.  Kelly argues that: 
 
  ...to establish the boundaries that provide the basis of a sense of community, 
  any particular community's members must...agree to use the same symbols.... 
  [T]he continual and collective making of meanings through the use of common 
  symbols constructs the boundaries of particular communities and gives them 
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  their specific ideological complexion.18 
 
 It is in the context of these remarks that the play's potential for cultural intervention 
can begin to be gauged, and it is instructive here to consider some of the problematics 
inherent in the performance-audience relations established within different performance 
contexts.  This is important because Aftershocks, like any play, is subject to different 
readings by different audiences; it will mean differently depending upon who reads or 
decodes it.  But with Aftershocks, variations in audience response are especially 
problematic, because the play makes a special appeal to local knowledge of Newcastle on 
the part of its audience.   The characters' textual encoding of Newcastle in the play 
operates in specific ways, and generates particular meanings for local audiences who 
have themselves a similarly local, lived, and textualised conception of the city.  This is 
not to suggest that for audiences outside Newcastle the experience of watching the play is 
somehow diminished or less authentic; it is to suggest, though, that responses to the play 
by non-local audiences must differ from those of local audiences, and that substantial 
dangers inhere in some of these different responses. 
 For the purposes of this discussion, it might be said that there are many 
"Newcastles": one is that city which is textually encoded by the play's characters; another 
is the "city-text" of Newcastle, as conceived and inhabited by Novocastrians; yet another 
is the idea of the city as it is perceived by others.  The relationship between the first two 
of these "Newcastles" - the city created in the play, and that inhabited, and hence 
textualised, by its residents - is understandable as an intertextual one.  Intertextuality 
refers here to "the ways in which a performance text gains meaning for an audience 
through its relationships to other texts, including non-theatrical texts which communities 
produce".19  In this formulation by Baz Kershaw, specific types of relations are 
established between particular audiences and performances.  This is a key consideration 
here, because the ways in which Aftershocks inscribes Newcastle with a particular 
community's ways of seeing - that is, in which the play's city is invested with ideological 
meaning - are subject to re-inscription when the play is performed outside the context of 
its community: 
 
  To say this is simply to stress the ideological relativity of performance, to 
  make the fairly obvious point that the same performance may meet with 
  vastly different reactions in different ideological contexts....However, the 
  point also underlies a crucial notion...: namely, that the context of performance  
  directly affects its perceived ideological meaning....[Furthermore], the socio- 
                                                 
18  Kelly, cited in Kershaw, p.30. 
19  Kershaw, p.33. 
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  cultural complexion of the audience, its sense of community (or lack of it) is 
  the most crucial factor in evoking the contextuality of a text. 20              
 
So it is important to consider the types of reading which occur when the play is 
performed outside Newcastle.  If the ideological transaction between performance and 
audience is conditioned by the context of performance, then this play's construction of 
Newcastle as a type of "city-text" must work differently for audiences outside the city.  
More specifically, audience members unfamiliar with the old Workers' Club - including 
(perhaps most) residents of Newcastle - will attach meanings to images of the Club which 
differ from those attached by members of the Club community. 
 It must be stressed that such variations in perceived ideological meaning are not 
necessarily "wrong" or "bad"; virtually all texts circulate beyond the time and place (the 
socio-cultural context) of their production, and so are continually subject to re-inscription 
by new audiences.  The presentational nature of performance, governed by the text's 
verbatim dialogue, engages all audiences as participants in the performance event to a 
similar extent, and there is a level at which virtually all audiences can empathise with the 
drama of the play's events.  Further, audiences outside Newcastle can imaginatively 
create their own localised dramatic world through what is said onstage.  But on the 
evidence of several newspaper reviews, it would seem that some audiences at the second 
production of Aftershocks, staged by Sydney's Belvoir Street Theatre in 1993, tended to 
make sense of the play - to gain access to it - by reading beyond the surface level of the 
text and the particular events described there.  The play's 'meaning' was inferred through 
reference to a humanist/universalist paradigm in which the characters were understood 
not as particular individuals, but as emblematic "human-in-crisis" figures.  "Ordinary 
people in extraordinary circumstances"21 appears to have been a standard reading of the 
events depicted.  This represents a fairly substantial compromise of the play's specificity, 
and hence, of its political potential.  For where the play's complexities are in fact at the 
surface level of the text, the universalist response finds some apparently deeper, but 
actually more reductive, meaning behind the surface.  
 This present discussion is not concerned with the Belvoir Street production per se, 
but with responses to it.  Moreover, reactions by newspaper reviewers to that production 
cannot be used to gauge the perceived ideological meaning of the play for Sydney 
audiences generally, whose readings were no more monolithic or unitary than those in 
Newcastle.  These reviews do indicate nonetheless how different reading formations - 
                                                 
20  ibid. 
21  For example: "[T]he way in which ordinary people confront disaster", Pamela Payne (1993) Sun-Herald 
(25 July); and "[T]he extraordinary people we call ordinary people", Frank Gauntlett (1993) Telegraph-
Mirror (17 July).  Both reproduced in Australian and New Zealand Theatre Record 7 (7) (July 1993), p.11 
and p.10. 
 
12
metropolitan as opposed to local/regional, for example - produce different, and in some 
cases politically disabling, readings of texts.  The special relation of this play to a 
particular group of people, its status as a piece of theatre produced by a particular 
community, ultimately had little bearing on responses by most newspaper reviewers to 
the Belvoir Street production of Aftershocks.  Staged outside the immediate context in 
which the play was written, and in a state capital city, the specificity of the characters' 
experiences became subject to a set of readings which universalised them as "human 
experience".  The play's discourse of localism was refigured in different ideological 
terms, such that the events depicted became "as eloquent and moving a portrait of 
humanity laid bare as anything in Shakespeare".22 
 In particular, two reviewers' readings of the Belvoir Street production's "Clubscape" 
are used in the service of broader universalist readings of the play.  Describing the set 
design at Belvoir Street, Angela Bennie remarks that the stage, "like the story and the 
people it is complementing, is dressed in the vernacular: heavily figured carpet, veneer-
coated table, plastic chairs, a very ordinary room to be found in any and every 
leagues/RSL club across Australia".23  Bennie here makes the Club knowable by 
containing it within a stereotype; her implication is that the Workers' Club was 
identifiable as an Australian "Everyclub".  She goes on to conclude that the play 
"becomes a communal experience: Newcastle's story becomes our story, everyone's 
story". 
 Frank Gauntlett, writing for the Telegraph Mirror, insinuates a personal connection 
to the play by beginning his review with a nostalgic evocation of Saturday nights at 
Grove House, the Trades And Institutes Union in London's East End of which his "Dad is 
a life member".  It becomes clear that Gauntlett's response is underpinned by assumptions 
similar to those of Angela Bennie.  He reduces the characters, events and spaces of 
Aftershocks to an overarching "working class, working club" apparently applicable to all 
such institutions, even when his model is on the other side of the world and distanced by 
perhaps thirty or forty years.  Again, Gauntlett's is a strategic stereotypification, a 
simplistic homogenisation of "working class experience": 
 
  The punters at Grove House would understand Aftershocks which, 
  through its sharpness of focus on the devastating events of December 28, 
  1989, becomes a universal celebration of the courage, community, vitality, 
  depth and subtlety of the extraordinary people we call ordinary people.   
                                                 
22 This phrase appears in the promotional statement on the back cover of the Currency Press 
program/playtext.  Notions of "timeless" and "universal" human truths are, of course, commonly invoked in 
reference to Shakespeare's works. 
23  Angela Bennie (1993) Sydney Morning Herald (15 July).  Reproduced in Australian and New Zealand 
Theatre Record, 7 (7) (July 1993), p.9. 
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  If this gripping liberation of neglected richness was plucked from our 
  Belvoir Street Theatre and plonked down at The Grove, those good people 
  would understand this superb quasi-documentary perfectly....Aftershocks 
  is important - it's about us....24 
 
Aftershocks is not in fact about "us", whoever that might be, but about a group of 
individuals who experienced and responded to something in very particular ways. 
 Once again, the contention here is not that Aftershocks can be authentic only within 
its original context.  Clearly, the play was well received in Sydney, where the text was 
given an entirely new style of production in which audiences found new meanings.  But it 
does not automatically follow that the play has always to be inscribed with, or read in, 
humanist/universalist terms when produced outside Newcastle.  No implicit quality in the 
text exhorts audiences to efface those differences - of locale, class, experience and so on - 
which necessarily exist between them and the community of voices which creates the 
play's dramatic world.  For to understand the play in terms of a dehistoricised, unlocalised 
"universal human spirit" is ultimately to negate its power as a history written by a 
particular group of people in unique circumstances.  To reduce the play's collectively 
negotiated, inhabited cityscape to a kind of generalised backdrop against which the "real" 
human drama is played out is to undermine the unique spatiality of the events depicted.  It 
is to abrogate the complexity and specificity of the relationship between these individuals 
and the (radically changed) landscape which forms part of their communal identity.  And 
ultimately, the universalist response is one of appropriation, a falsely inclusive reading 
which serves the purposes of the dominant "Art" culture and nullifies the play's potential 
to make, "from below", a contribution to the politics of cultural intervention.  Such 
appropriation has the effect of a form of censorship - a censorship of inclusion rather than 
exclusion - but serving nonetheless to repress the voices of a particular socio-political 
formation. 
                                                 
24  Gauntlett, p.11. 
